Introduction
============

Expenditure on health makes up a substantial part of the global economy. The share of resources allocated worldwide to health is increasing faster than ever[@R1] and health expenditure per person is rising in almost every country. Both government expenditure on -- and development assistance for -- health have continued to grow despite the global financial crisis.[@R2]^--^[@R5] Although trends in total health expenditure are reasonably well documented, less is known about how that money is actually spent. To control costs and maintain the effectiveness of the health system, policy-makers, health administrators and medical professionals need detailed information on financing sources, health-care delivery and health-care providers. In particular, precise and disaggregated health expenditure data are required.

Attempts to quantify national health expenditure began as early as 1926 in the United States of America, led by the American Medical Association.[@R6] In the 1970s, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) led an international effort to collect consistent health expenditure data and, in the 1980s, OECD launched DataWatch, which collected data on health-care expenditure, use and outcomes from 24 OECD countries.[@R7] To standardize data on health expenditure and resource flows, the OECD published *A system of health accounts, first edition* (SHA 2000)[@R8] in 2000 and introduced the International Classification of Health Accounts. Building on SHA 2000, the OECD worked with the World Health Organization (WHO) and Eurostat to publish *A system of health accounts, 2011 edition* (SHA 2011).[@R9] The SHA framework is the most widely-used reference for health expenditure accounting. The SHA manuals give instructions on how to categorize a country's expenditure as health expenditure for a given year by defining health activities, setting time intervals and establishing residency definitions.[@R10] Suggested data sources include budgets, censuses, surveys, tax reports, trade statistics, government documents and reports from nongovernmental organizations.

OECD and individual countries have applied the SHA framework to produce information on national health expenditure in a form collectively known as national health accounts (NHAs). These NHAs aim to provide systematic, comprehensive and consistent data on health system resource flows and can, therefore, serve as canonical sources of disaggregated information on health expenditure.[@R10]^--^[@R13] In line with the *Guide to producing national health accounts* released in 2003,[@R14] NHAs classify national expenditure on health by addressing four questions: (i) Where do health resources come from? (i.e. What is the financing source?); (ii) Who manages spending? (i.e. Who is the financing agent?); (iii) What goods and services are purchased? (i.e. What is the health function?); and (iv) Who provides which services? (i.e. Who is the health provider?). The NHAs are designed to answer these questions within a standardized framework and NHA reports are regarded as the international standard for tracking health resources.[@R9]^,^[@R12]^,^[@R15] Consequently, NHAs can be useful for cross-country analyses.

However, no complete international set of data associated with these four questions has been available to date. Forty-four countries have routinely produced NHA reports since 2010[@R11] -- most are OECD member states. The OECD requests member states to submit NHAs each year using the SHA framework but there is no legal obligation for countries to comply. Since 2003, most NHA data on OECD countries have come from a questionnaire produced jointly by the OECD, Eurostat and WHO --a survey completed in each country and validated to ensure data comparability between countries.[@R16]^,^[@R17] OECD, the World Bank and WHO have held joint meetings to encourage developing countries to institutionalize the production of NHAs. However, few countries systematically produce NHAs and often their health reports do not follow the SHA framework, which reduces data comparability. Nevertheless, WHO has collected data sets from 14 countries and 41 data sets are available as NHA tables in the WHO global health expenditure database,[@R18] but the collection is not complete. This database also provides information on financing sources and financing agents under NHA indicators. Although an attempt has been made to build a comprehensive database using adjustments, estimates and projections to correct misreported data, fill in missing data and cover more recent years,[@R13] a complete series covering all four categories of data is still lacking. Furthermore, it is unclear which data and methods were used to impute data to fill in the many gaps in country-generated NHAs.

Our aims were to supplement WHO's database by compiling and reviewing all NHA reports produced worldwide between 1996 and 2010 and to make information on the four financial data types publicly available for all countries through our online visualization tool (available at: <http://vizhub.healthdata.org/nha/>). The tool is intended to provide a centralized source of country-generated data that can be consulted without the need for statistical inference.

Methods
=======

We carried out a search for reports on country-generated NHAs covering the period 1996 to 2010. Eligible reports contained information at the national level on expenditure across the whole health-care system and used the SHA 2000 or the health satellite accounts of the system of national accounts framework.[@R19] The system national accounts framework is similar to the NHA framework except that it is managed by a country's national income accounts office and encompasses all sectors of the economy. Satellite accounts are used when there is interest to further disaggregate a specific sector. We excluded subnational data, accounts of specific diseases and reports produced exclusively by third parties. Data were collected from a variety of sources that were available between 1 January 2010 and 14 April 2014 -- a complete list of the NHAs reviewed is available from the corresponding author on request. We downloaded all NHAs available on the WHO global health expenditure database[@R18] and the OECD StatExtracts website,[@R20] which reports health and financing expenditure data for the 34 OECD member countries. We also received 51 NHAs directly from Abt Associates -- a company that provides technical assistance to countries in producing NHAs. Additionally, NHAs were obtained directly from contacts in individual countries and reports were identified through an online search on Google using the terms "national health accounts," "NHAs", "system of health accounts", "SHA 2000", "SHA 1.0", "SHA 2011", "SHA 2.0", "system of national accounts", "SNAs" and "satellite health accounts". Data were downloaded from the websites of ministries of health, USAID and other governmental and development organizations and were reported in accordance with the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses.[@R21]

We extracted data from four NHA types: (i) financing agent by financing source; (ii) health function by financing agent; (iii) health function by health provider; and (iv) health provider by financing agent. We also extracted and analysed data on any of these NHA types that were available in an NHA but not presented in matrix form. In addition, we included country data presented on part of any one of the matrices even if that matrix was incomplete. We formatted the matrices and comparable data extracted from the NHA reports in accordance with the SHA 2000 framework. However, because NHA reports were produced by individual countries, there was a wide variation in the subcategories used both between countries and in different years. We took this heterogeneity into account and fitted the reported data to the framework by creating a template that included all subcategories used in at least one data source. More information on these subcategories and their classification within individual NHAs is available from the corresponding author on request.

We collected data in the most disaggregated form available. Then, we aggregated the data into the broadest categories within each of the four types. We retained the value of the total health expenditure reported and, when the sum of the values of the aggregated data did not equal the reported total, we accounted for the difference by assigning values to not-specified-by-kind components. Our final data set included two not-specified-by-kind categories: given and generated. The given category was the component of a country's reported health expenditure that did not clearly fall within one of the SHA categories; the generated category was the component we created when the sum of values for individual categories within a type did not equal the reported total for that type. A positive value for the generated not-specified-by-kind component indicated that the sum of the categories was less than the reported total (i.e. the country underreported data at the item level) and a negative value indicated that the sum was greater than the reported total (i.e. the country overreported data at the item level). If there was more than one source of data for a given type for a country and year (e.g. for the financing agent, both the financing-agent-by-financing-source matrix and the health-provider-by-financing-agent matrix may have been available), only data from one source were included in the final data set. We ranked each of the matrices, or one-dimensional tables if the full matrices were not given, for each type according to their completeness and the perceived reliability of the data. Then, these rankings were used to select the most reliable data for compiling the data set. To enable between-country comparisons, all expenditure was converted into United States dollars (US\$) at 2010 values (more information on the compilation and exchange methods is available from the corresponding author).

We examined trends in NHA reporting across all countries between 1996 and 2010 for each of the four types and we determined the number of missing type matrices for each country. The quality of the data provided was evaluated by examining the size of both the given and generated not-specified-by-kind components for each country and year. Finally, we analysed trends in components of national health expenditure across countries and time for each type in terms of both the absolute level of expenditure and the percentage of total health expenditure.

Results
=======

Our search identified 872 NHA reports from 117 countries containing a total of 2936 matrices or tables. Some economic indicators, such as gross domestic product, were available for almost all countries and years and included component breakdowns.[@R22] Although data on total health expenditure and health expenditure per capita were available for most countries, details of the components of this expenditure were not available because many countries did not produce NHA reports. However, of the 872 NHA reports we identified, only 252 presented data using all four types of matrices for any country and year. [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"} (available at: <http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/93/14/07-145235>) provides a summary of the reports available for each country and year. Our data can also be accessed at <http://vizhub.healthdata.org/nha/> using an interactive visualization tool.

###### National health accounts,^a^ by country and year, 1996--2010

  Country                             No. of national health accounts reports produced                                                                                                                                 
  ----------------------------------- -------------------------------------------------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- -------- ---------
  Afghanistan                         0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        1
  Albania                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        4
  Argentina                           1                                                  1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        4
  Armenia                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        4
  Australia^b^                        1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Austria^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Bangladesh                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        12
  Belgium^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Benin                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Bhutan                              0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1
  Bolivia (Plurinational State of)    1                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Botswana                            0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        3
  Brazil                              0                                                  0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        10
  Bulgaria                            0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        5
  Burkina Faso                        0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        7
  Burundi                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1
  Cabo Verde                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        2
  Canada^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Chile^b^                            1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  China                               1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Colombia                            0                                                  0        0        0        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        4
  Côte d\'Ivoire                      0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        0        2
  Czech Republic^b^                   1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Democratic Republic of the Congo    0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        3
  Denmark^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Dominican Republic                  1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        13
  Ecuador                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        2
  Egypt                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        0        3
  El Salvador                         0                                                  0        0        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        2
  Estonia^b^                          0                                                  0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        12
  Ethiopia                            0                                                  0        0        1        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        1        0        0        0        3
  Fiji                                0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        4
  Finland^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  France^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Gambia                              0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        3
  Georgia                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        9
  Germany^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Ghana                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Greece^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Guatemala                           1                                                  1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        3
  Honduras                            0                                                  0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Hungary^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Iceland^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  India                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        1        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        2
  Indonesia                           0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        0        5
  Iran (Islamic State of)             0                                                  1        1        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        10
  Ireland^b^                          1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Israel^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Italy^b^                            1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Japan^b^                            1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Jordan                              0                                                  0        1        0        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        6
  Kenya                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1        0        3
  Kiribati                            0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        3
  Kyrgyzstan                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1        1        1        1        0        5
  Lao People\'s Democratic Republic   0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1
  Lebanon                             0                                                  0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Liberia                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1        0        2
  Luxembourg^b^                       1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Madagascar                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        2
  Malawi                              0                                                  0        1        0        0        0        1        0        0        1        1        1        1        0        0        6
  Malaysia                            0                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        13
  Mali                                0                                                  0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        6
  Mexico^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Micronesia (Federated States of)    0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        0        0        4
  Mongolia                            0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Montenegro                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        3
  Morocco                             0                                                  1        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1        4
  Mozambique                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        3
  Myanmar                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        6
  Namibia                             0                                                  0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        10
  Nepal                               0                                                  0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        9
  Netherlands^b^                      1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  New Zealand^b^                      1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Nicaragua                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        7
  Niger                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Nigeria                             0                                                  0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        8
  Norway^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Oman                                0                                                  0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Pakistan                            0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1        0        0        0        2
  Palau                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        1
  Papua New Guinea                    0                                                  0        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        3
  Paraguay                            0                                                  1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        5
  Peru                                1                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Philippines                         1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Poland^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Portugal^b^                         1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Qatar                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        2
  Republic of Korea^b^                1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Rwanda                              0                                                  0        1        0        1        0        1        1        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        5
  Samoa                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1        0        1        0        0        0        0        3
  Senegal                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        1
  Serbia                              0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        6
  Seychelles                          0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1
  Sierra Leone                        0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        7
  Slovakia^b^                         0                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        14
  Slovenia^b^                         1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  South Africa                        1                                                  1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        3
  Spain^b^                            1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Sri Lanka                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        11
  Suriname                            0                                                  0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        0        0        2
  Sweden^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Switzerland^b^                      1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Thailand                            1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Togo                                0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        1
  Tonga                               0                                                  0        0        0        0        1        0        1        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        3
  Tunisia                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        2
  Turkey^b^                           1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        13
  Uganda                              0                                                  1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        4
  Ukraine                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        2
  United Kingdom^b^                   1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  United Republic of Tanzania         0                                                  0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        2
  United States (the)^b^              1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        15
  Uruguay                             0                                                  1        1        0        0        0        0        0        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        7
  Vanuatu                             0                                                  0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1        0        1        0        0        0        2
  Yemen                               0                                                  0        1        0        0        0        0        1        0        0        1        1        0        0        0        4
  Zambia                              1                                                  1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        1        0        0        0        0        11
  Zimbabwe                            0                                                  0        0        1        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        0        1
  **Total**                           **45**                                             **50**   **58**   **54**   **56**   **58**   **58**   **63**   **66**   **67**   **65**   **71**   **63**   **57**   **41**   **872**

^a^ Excludes satellite health accounts and national health accounts subaccounts.

^b^ Member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

[Fig. 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} shows the number of NHA reports and type matrices produced by countries in different income categories (as defined by the World Bank[@R23] and assigned historically for each country and year) as a percentage of the maximum possible: the maximum number of reports that could have been available for each country was 15 (i.e. one for each year from 1996 to 2010) and the maximum number of type matrices was 60 (i.e. four in each of 15 years). High-income countries belonging to the OECD produced most NHAs: the median proportion of reports available for these countries was 100% and the median proportion of matrices available was 98%. In contrast, non-OECD, high-income countries typically produced no reports and only a few matrices. The interquartile ranges in the box plots in [Fig. 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} show that the number of reports available was lowest for lower-middleincome and low-income countries. Despite having fewer resources, low-income countries produced a comparable number (average of 1.88 reports per country, across all years) of reports to middle-income countries (average of 1.86 reports per country, across all years). For upper-middle income and lower-middle income countries, the median number of tables reported over the 15-year period was 0. Out of the 193 United Nations' Members States, 76 Member States did not produce any reports; 57% of these countries were classified as upper-middle income or lower-middle income. [Fig. 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"} shows the number of NHA reports and type matrices produced by countries in different geographical areas: the numbers were lowest for countries in areas of the Eastern Mediterranean and North Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and sub-Saharan Africa.

![National health accounts reports and data type matrices available, by country income group,^a^ 1996--2010](BLT.14.145235-F1){#F1}

![National health accounts reports and data type matrices available, by geographical areas,^a^ 1996--2010](BLT.14.145235-F2){#F2}

[Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"} shows how the number of NHA reports produced by countries in different income categories varied over time. Despite efforts to institutionalize NHA production in 2000 and 2003, only 20% (434/2193) of country-year NHA reports from upper-middle income, lower-middle income and low-income countries were produced between 1996 and 2010. Moreover, only 20% (4/20) of non-OECD, high-income countries produced a report in their most productive year, 2009. Reporting lag probably explains the low number of reports available for 2010.

###### Countries producing national health accounts, by income group, 1996--2010

  Historical country income group^a^   \% of countries producing national health accounts reports                                                                                
  ------------------------------------ ------------------------------------------------------------ ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ---- ----- ----
  OECD, high-income                    100                                                          100   100   100   100   100   100   100   100   100   100   100   96   100   97
  Non-OECD, high-income                11                                                           20    18    20    17    18    14    17    15    14    18    16    15   20    6
  Upper-middle income                  24                                                           30    24    23    23    19    18    20    26    26    29    32    28   20    8
  Lower-middle income                  11                                                           16    18    19    23    28    21    28    29    30    26    28    25   17    6
  Low-income                           7                                                            6     16    14    13    13    20    21    22    22    20    28    18   20    6

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

^a^ Country income categories were defined using historical World Bank income classifications.[@R23]

Unspecified data
----------------

In some countries, the combination of the given and generated not-specified-by-kind components made up more than 75% of expenditure reported in financing source matrices ([Fig. 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}). The proportions for other data types are shown in [Fig. 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, [Fig. 5](#F5){ref-type="fig"} and [Fig. 6](#F6){ref-type="fig"} (available at: [http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/93/14/07-145235](http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/93/14/07-######)). In deriving these figures, we used the total number of NHAs available in the denominator, even if the breakdowns of type matrices were not provided. For example, China reported totals for its health provider matrices but gave no details of components. Consequently, 100% of expenditure reported by health provider type was categorized as not-specified-by-kind. Overall, the size of the generated not-specified-by-kind component was greatest for financing source matrices and health provider matrices. Data on financing sources were produced infrequently. [Fig. 7](#F7){ref-type="fig"} shows the magnitude of the generated not-specified-by-kind component as a percentage of the total not-specified-by-kind component. For each country, the percentage was estimated across all available matrices. The generated not-specified-by-kind component was at least 50% of the total not-specified-by-kind component for 46% (54/117) of countries. For all OECD countries for which a value for the generated not-specified-by-kind component was required, that component comprised more than 80% of the total not-specified-by-kind component. For OECD countries, therefore, the not-specified-by-kind component was mostly needed to compensate for the sum of components within a matrix not equalling the total.
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![Generated not-specified-by-kind component^a^ of health expenditure as a share of the total not-specified-by-kind component,^b^ 1996--2010](BLT.14.145235-F7){#F7}

Year-on-year changes
--------------------

On occasion, we observed jumps in expenditure for individual NHA components greater than 50% between one year and the next. For financing sources, the year-on-year change in the monetary value of expenditure by private funds exceeded 10% for 32% (71/222) of all observations. Moreover, the year-on-year changes in expenditure by both private and public funds exceeded 50% for 9% (20/222) of all observations. Large variations in the level of expenditure by different financing agents were also seen, as illustrated in [Fig. 8](#F8){ref-type="fig"} for Zambia. When we examined the year-on-year change in the share of total health expenditure that went to hospitals in all NHAs, we found that it was 10% or higher for 26% (134/516) of all observations. Similarly, the year-on-year change in the share that went to health administration and health insurance, as health providers, was 50% or higher for 10% (49/482) of observations. For expenditure on curative, rehabilitative and nursing care, as a health function, we found that the year-on-year change was 10% or higher for 20% (103/510) of observations. [Fig. 9](#F9){ref-type="fig"} shows how expenditure on health function categories changed dramatically over time in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, probably due to delayed implementation of the SHA framework.

![Health expenditure in Zambia, categorized by financing agent, 1996--2006](BLT.14.145235-F8){#F8}
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Discussion
==========

Our analysis of NHAs produced between 1996 and 2010 indicates that, in their current state, they are not sufficiently reliable for evaluating differences in health expenditure between countries or changes over time. Often the categories used to report expenditure were not in line with the SHA or the health satellite accounts of the system of national accounts framework. In some cases, producers of reports may have created categories that reflected types of health expenditure unique to their countries, whereas others may have categorized a large proportion of expenditure as not-specified-by-kind because of insufficient documentation. This poor adherence to established frameworks reduced the utility of NHAs as a metric of national health expenditure over this period. In addition, data series were often incomplete and changed implausibly from year to year. We observed year-on-year jumps in total expenditure over 50%. Any year-on-year change greater than 10% is extraordinarily high, particularly when it is not part of an overall increase in expenditure. It is difficult, therefore, to believe such changes were real -- it is more likely they were produced by stochastic data-generation processes. Moreover, the use of not-specified-by-kind categories magnified this problem because expenditure assigned to a particular category in one year may not have been assigned to the same category in the following year.

Conversations with producers of NHAs have confirmed that poor data quality presents a systemic challenge. Although WHO and private sector organizations have provided technical assistance for the production of NHAs, more complete and plausible NHAs may have to await reforms in financial data management and tracking systems. In our analysis, the variation in data quality we observed was probably due to differences between countries in data systems, data collection methods and access to technical assistance. The high values for the not-specified-by-kind components we observed indicate that countries were generally aware of their total health expenditure but were unsure about the exact destination of the funds.

One limitation of our study is that NHA reports may have been subject to selection bias because countries with greater financial resources and technical capacities, including those assisted by development partners, would have been able to produce NHAs more frequently and to provide more complete data. In addition, we were able to collect data only from reports that were made publicly available. If a country produced an NHA but did not make it available, it could not be included in our analysis.

Although no accounting system is perfect, there is no substitute for reliable data. Better and more extensive data will reduce errors in NHAs and minimize the value of the not-specified-by-kind component. The provision of in-depth information about not-specified-by-kind categories, categorization assumptions and data collection methods would enable researchers to compare NHA data over time and between countries. Thereafter, the information could be extended using modelling and statistical inference. Given the substantial time and resources necessary to produce NHAs, we do not recommend a periodicity for their production. Nevertheless, annual reports would provide a better basis for decision-making and would enable researchers to investigate trends in expenditure in greater depth.

Since the 1990s, national governments and development partners have invested considerable resources in producing NHA reports. Although these reports have been used to guide programmes for improving the welfare of the population, this has occurred relatively infrequently. In general, the use of NHA reports has been limited. However, as NHA data improve, we expect these reports to become increasingly useful to finance ministries for allocating resources to health systems and to health ministries for determining how best to allocate capital within the health sector. We hope that the publicly available, centralized source of NHA reports we have created will stimulate interest in existing NHA data and encourage the production of high-quality reports in the future.
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